




Nonverbal communication  











In	 recent	 years	 a	 number	 of	 researchers	 have	 stressed	 the	
importance	 of	 nonverbal	 communication	 –	 especially	 Kinesics	 –	 in	
the	 teaching	and	 learning	of	 languages	 (Bernsen,	2002;	 Jung,	2003;	
González,	 2004;	 Querol-Julián	 and	 Belles-Fortuño,	 2010;	 Surkamp,	
2014).	This	paper	aims	 to	 investigate	 the	 importance	of	gestures	 in	
the	 communication	 process	 and	 how	 the	 appropriate	 use	 of	
nonverbal	 communication	 enhances	 classroom	 interaction	 and	
contributes	 to	 conveying	 meaning.	 EFL	 language	 teaching	 can	
benefited	 from	 nonverbal	 communication	 when	 this	 is	 used	 in	 an	
effective	 way.	 The	 paper	 examines	 a	 small	 corpus	 of	 two	 videos	
taken	from	YouTube	 in	which	EFL	teachers’	discourse	and	co-speech	
gestures	 (McNeill,	 1992)	 were	 analysed.	 Results	 suggest	 that	








Communication,	 whether	 verbal	 or	 nonverbal,	 plays	 an	
important	 role	 in	our	daily	 life,	more	specifically,	 in	 the	 field	of	EFL	
teaching	and	learning.	A	seminal	study	carried	out	by	Mehrabian	and	
Worton	 (1967)	concluded	 that	only	7%	of	 communication	 is	verbal.	
These	 findings	 suggest	 that	 93%	 of	 listeners’	 comprehension	 does	
not	have	to	do	with	words	but	with	the	speaker’s	body	language	and	
voice.	 Of	 course,	 nonverbal	 cues	 were	 mainly	 employed	 when	
communicating	emotions	and	attitudes.	
Therefore,	 it	 should	 come	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	 the	 analyses	 of	
spoken	 academic	 genres	 and	 listening	 comprehension	 have	 raised	
the	 interest	 of	 a	 number	 of	 researchers	 in	 our	 increasingly	
multilingual	 society.	 Bernsen	 (2002:	 98)	 elaborated	 a	 taxonomy	 of	




Likewise,	 some	 other	 scholars	 have	 dealt	 with	 the	 study	 of	
pragmatic	 markers	 (González,	 2004;	 Querol-Julián	 and	 Belles-
Fortuño,	 2010).	González	 (2004)	 analysed	pragmatic	markers	 found	
in	English	and	Catalan	narratives	and	accounted	for	their	similarities	







when	 using	 pragmatic	 markers.	 These	 findings	 may	 indicate	 that	
speakers	were	not	comfortable	talking	in	front	of	an	audience,	which	
may	 have	 resulted	 in	 hearers	 needing	 other	 nonverbal	 cues	 to	
understand	the	oral	text	properly.	
Even	 though	 early	 research	 only	 focused	 on	 verbal	 aspects,	 in	
the	 last	decades	 some	 studies	on	 kinesics1	 and	paralanguage2	 have	
highlighted	the	importance	of	co-speech	gestures	in	the	teaching	and	
learning	 of	 second	 or	 foreign	 languages.	 As	 for	 McNeill	 (1992),	
Goldwin-Meadow	 (2003)	 and	 Kendon	 (2004),	 they	 claimed	 that	




Nonetheless,	 it	 seems	 that	 nonverbal	 communication	 has	 not	
been	given	 sufficient	attention	 in	 the	 teaching	of	 foreign	 languages	
(Huang,	2011;	Azaoui,	2013;	Eßer	2007;	Knabe	2007).	As	a	matter	of	
fact,	most	foreign	language	teachers	did	not	have	the	opportunity	to	
learn	 about	 nonverbal	 communication	 and	were	 not	 provided	with	
teaching	materials	that	guide	them	to	do	so	effectively.	




when	 decoding	 the	 output	 of	 a	 FL	 teacher	 (Hyon,	 1997;	 Young,	
1994).	 In	this	respect,	EFL	 learners	normally	recall	 their	background	
knowledge	to	convey	meaning,	but	they	may	fail	to	identify	the	main	
ideas	 of	 a	 lecture	 because	 of	 the	 use	 of	 abstract	 concepts	 or	
unknown	terms.	To	overcome	this	obstacle,	ample	evidence	suggests	
that	nonverbal	cues	are	key	for	EFL	learners’	success	in	the	learning	
process	 given	 that	 they	 enhance	 learners’	 comprehension	 of	 the	
lesson	content	(Sime,	2008;	Tellier	and	Stam,	2010).		




retention	 of	 new	 lexical	 and	 grammatical	 structures	 in	 contrast	 to	
those	lessons	without	gestures.		
These	 have	 provided	 support	 for	 the	 beneficial	 effects	 of	
nonverbal	 cues	 on	 FL	 communication,	 both	 for	 educators	 and	










several	 factors,	 such	 as	 making	 the	 classroom	 more	 dynamic,	
capturing	students’	attention,	assessing	students	or	giving	instruction	




to	 investigate	 the	 importance	 of	 kinesics	 in	 the	 communication	
process	 and	 how	 the	 appropriate	 use	 of	 nonverbal	 communication	
enhances	classroom	interaction	and	contributes	to	convey	meaning.	
To	 achieve	 this	 purpose,	 a	 small	 corpus	 of	 two	 videos	 taken	 from	
YouTube	 is	 analysed	 and	 compared	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 co-
ocurrence	of	gestures	with	teachers’	discourse	in	order	to	determine	
the	 relevance	 of	 nonverbal	 communication	 cues	 as	 a	 pedagogical	
tool	in	EFL	environments.	
III.	Classification	of	gestures	
When	 analysing	 kinesics	 in	 educational	 settings,	 the	 most	
important	aspect	that	needs	to	be	considered	throughout	this	paper	
is	 the	 interaction	 between	 speech	 and	 hand	movements	 to	 create	
meaningful	 messages.	 Hand	 movements	 can	 be	 used	 to	 convey	
meaning	in	the	communication	process. Even	though	a	wide	range	of	





semantic	 content	 of	 speech	 that	 are	 used	 to	 describe	 specific	




- 	Beat	 gestures	 can	be	 regarded	 as	 hand	movements	which	 are	
related	 to	 the	 rhythm	 of	 speech.	 They	 are	 used	 to	 stress	
relevant	words	within	the	discourse.		
- 	Deictic	gestures	are	used	to	point	at	people,	objects	or	abstract	
entities	 that	 may	 refer	 to	 a	 nonspecific	 time	 or	 location.	 In	





487	- 	Emblems	 can	 substitute	 words	 and	 are	 used	 to	 transmit	 a	





to	 do	 with	 McNeil’s	 classification,	 previously	 mentioned.	 Thus,	 to	





were	 recorded	 in	 a	 school	 classroom	 while	 giving	 and	 receiving	
instruction.	 In	the	 light	of	evidence	that	gestures	enhance	 listeners’	
comprehension	 of	 speech,	 teaching	 gestures	will	 be	 analysed	 since	
they	are	used	to	reinforce	instruction.	
Second	 video.4	 The	 participants	 recorded	 in	 the	 video	 were	
second	 language	 (L2)	 learners	and	a	 teacher	of	English	as	a	Second	
Language	(ESL).	Taking	into	account	that	the	camera	does	not	focus	
on	 L2	 students,	 the	 subject	 that	 will	 be	 analysed	 is	 a	 male	 ESL	
teacher	between	the	ages	of	30	and	35.		
b) Materials	
The	 data	 for	 this	 study	 were	 drawn	 from	 a	 set	 of	 two	 video-
recorded	 English	 lessons	 that	 were	 taken	 from	 YouTube	 and	
examined	in	depth.	On	the	one	hand,	the	first	video-recording,	which	
was	 uploaded	 to	 YouTube	 on	March	 19th,	 2013,	 is	 an	 excerpt	 of	 a	
thirteen-minute	Teaching	English	as	a	Foreign	Language	(TEFL)	lesson	
in	 China.	 Conversely,	 the	 second	 video-recording,	 which	 was	
uploaded	 to	 YouTube	 on	 July,	 28th	 2012,	 consists	 of	 a	 10-minute	
intermediate	ESL	lesson.	
c) Procedure		
To	 identify	 and	 determine	 the	 type	 of	 gestures	 and	 their	
frequency,	 participants’	 speech	 was	 manually	 transcribed.	 After	









movements	 that	 teachers	 produced	 along	 with	 their	 speech	 since	
they	 could	 be	 of	 interest	 for	 the	 data	 analyses.	 Finally,	 teaching	
gestures	were	incorporated	into	the	transcript.	These	gestures	were	
classified	 into	 five	 categories,	 those	 being	 iconics,	 metaphorics,	
beats,	deictics	and	emblems	respectively	(McNeill,	1992:	74–105).	
V.	Results	and	discussion	
	Results	 suggest	 that	 teachers	 may	 vary	 the	 number	 of	 hand	
gestures	over	the	course	of	the	lesson	to	reinforce	the	explanations	
they	 were	 giving	 to	 students	 so	 that	 language	 learners	 could	
understand	 them	 properly.	 Taking	 into	 account	 that	 two	 different	
lessons	were	 analysed	 in	 terms	 of	 language	 level	 and	 kinesics,	 the	
aforementioned	 co-speech	 gestures	 defined	 by	 McNeill	 (1992)	 –
iconics,	 deictics,	 metaphorics,	 beats	 and	 emblems–	 were	 given	




	 Deictics	 Beats	 Iconics	 Metaphorics	 Emblems	 Total	
V1:	TEFL	Beginners	 36	 13	 11	 6	 8	 74	
V2:	ESL	Intermediate	 25	 7	 4	 5	 2	 43	
Global	 61	 20	 15	 11	 10	 	
	
As	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 Table	 1,	 teachers	 used	 deictics	 more	
frequently,	 followed	closely	by	beats,	 then	 iconics,	metaphorics	and	





















2. Beats.	 These	 co-speech	 gestures	 occurred	 when	 teachers	
































































In	 figure	1	below,	an	 increasing	 trend	may	be	observed	 in	 that	
foreign	 language	teachers	 increase	or	reduce	the	frequency	of	their	
hand	 movements	 depending	 on	 the	 language	 proficiency	 level	 of	
their	 students.	 That	 is	 to	 say,	 the	 timing	 of	 gestures	 and	 speech	 is	
related	to	the	familiarity	of	lexical	 items.	Thus,	whereas	the	teacher	









Once	 these	 results	 have	 been	 obtained,	 we	 could	 hypothesize	
that	EFL	learners	will	be	provided	with	a	greater	number	of	teaching	
gestures	 in	elementary	English	 levels.	On	the	contrary,	teachers	will	
reduce	 the	 number	 of	 hand	 movements	 when	 addressing	 those	




focused	on	two	English	 lessons	taught	 in	 two	different	countries	by	
two	 teachers,	 including	 a	 TEFL	 teacher	 and	 an	 ESL	 teacher.	 As	 the	
cameras	 did	 not	 film	 learners,	 only	 teachers’	 performance	 was	
examined.	 Thus,	 even	 though	 some	 studies	 have	 shown	 the	
importance	 of	 gestures	 in	 language	 teaching,	 it	 remains	 unclear	
whether	 learners	 actually	 understood	 most	 part	 of	 teachers’	
speeches.	
Not	 only	 differences	 in	 content	 and	 number	 of	 students	 differ	
from	one	lesson	to	another,	but	also	cultural	differences	may	appear.	
Cultures	 can	 affect	 teachers’	 nonverbal	 behaviour,	 since	 although	
members	 of	 different	 cultures	 use	 similar	 signs,	 these	 may	 bear	
different	 meanings	 within	 different	 cultures.	 In	 this	 vein,	 a	 study	
carried	 out	 by	 Graham	 and	 Argyle	 (1975)	 argued	 that	 English	
speakers	 paid	 less	 attention	 to	 gestures	 in	 contrast	 to	 Italian	
speakers.	 Teachers,	 therefore,	 should	 take	 into	account	 the	 culture	






As	 for	 the	 pedagogical	 implications	 of	 nonverbal	 behaviour,	 it	
could	 be	 stated	 that	 gestures	 can	 have	 functions	 other	 than	
instruction.	 Indeed,	 nonverbal	 cues	 may	 serve	 to	 show	 students’	





be	 incorporated	 in	 several	 activities	 in	 which	 both	 verbal	 and	
nonverbal	 communications	 are	 combined.	 In	 this	 way,	 some	 good	
activities	 would	 include	 watching	 films	 adapted	 to	 the	 classroom	
language	 level	 as	 well	 as	 representing	 scenes	 of	 some	 plays	 and	
songs	nonverbally.	
VIII.	Conclusions	and	further	research	
All	 in	 all,	 nonverbal	 communication	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	
the	classroom,	more	specifically,	in	the	interaction	between	teachers	
and	students.	The	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	analyse	and	examine	
how	 kinesics	 –particularly,	 hand	 movements–	 complemented	
teachers’	speech	in	language	lessons	from	a	multimodal	perspective,	
thus	facilitating	EFL	learners’	comprehension	and	considering	it	as	a	




Further	 research	 is	 needed	 in	 the	 teaching	 and	 learning	 of	
foreign	 languages	 to	 determine	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 kinesics	 in	
learners	 of	 all	 ages	 when	 learning	 different	 skills	 (e.g.	 listening,	
reading,	writing,	 and	 speaking),	 and	 recommend	 teachers	 the	most	
effective	ways	to	use	gestures	in	EFL	classrooms.	
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<uses	his	hand	 to	 represent	a	phone	and	 then	points	at	his	wrist	 to	 symbolise	a	
watch>	
05:45	
T:	[starts	jogging]	
How	long	have	you	been	jogging?	
Oh!	I’m	jogging	45	seconds.	
Very	tired!	
<puts	his	hand	on	his	forehead	as	if	he	was	tired>	
08:24	 He	could	say:	No	I	haven’t.	Period.		<represents	a	period	on	the	air	with	his	pen>	
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4.	Metaphorics:	
	
Table	18.	Metaphoric	gestures	
Minute	 Transcription	TEFL	lesson	
00:41	 T:	Yes?	Good!	<opens	her	arms>	
01:47	 T:	In	your	class,	80	students!	Oh,	very	big!	Very	different.	<opens	her	arms>	
02:00	
T:	In	England	class	starts	at	9	a.m.	and	finishes	at	3	p.m.	Very	short	day.	
<represents	number	9	and	number	3;	then	uses	her	thumb	and	her	index	fingers	
to	represent	the	shortness	of	the	day>	
04:37	 T:	Do	you	finish	school	at	8	p.m.?	<moves	her	hand	perpendicular	to	the	ground>	
04:58	
T:	Do	you	finish	school	at	10	p.m.?	
S:	Yes!	
T:	Yes.	OK!	
<raises	her	arms	to	indicate	yes>	
10:40	 T:	I	have	many	hobbies	<opens	her	arms>		
	
Table	19.	Metaphoric	gestures	
	
Minute	 Transcription	ESL	lesson	
04:33	 When	we’re	talking	about	duration,	this	is	a	very	good	verb	tense	to	use.	<moves	his	hands	from	left	to	right>	
05:30	 So	if	you’re	confused	about	it,	if	it’s	in	the	moment	use	the	progressive.	<moves	his	hand	around	his	head	to	show	confusion>	
06:12	 Ok	George	wants	to	change	the	question.		<moves	his	hands>	
06:36	 And	we	have	other	expressions	as	well.	<moves	his	hands	in	circles>	
08:30	 That’s	a	too	far	longer	answer.	<raises	and	separates	his	arms>	
	
5.	Emblems:	
Table	20.	Emblems	
	
Minute	 Transcription	EFL	
04:25	 T:	Good!	<thumbs-up	sign>	
04:37	
T:	Do	you	finish	school	at	8	p.m.?	
S:	No.	
T:	No.	
<moves	her	hand	to	indicate	no>	
05:54	 T:	Good!	<thumbs-up	sign>	
06:42	 T:	Good!	<thumbs-up	sign>	
07:43	 T:	Good!	<thumbs-up	sing>	
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07:59	 T:	Good!	<thumbs-up	sign>	
09:05	 T:	Good!	<thumbs-up	sign>	
10:25	 T:	I	like	playing	computer	games,	but	I	don’t	like	playing	football.	No…	<moves	her	hands	to	indicate	no>	
	
Table	21.	Emblems	
	
Minute	 Transcription	ESL	
03:54	
T:	It	doesn’t	mean	there’s	no	interruption	in	the	action.		
<moves	his	hand	to	say	no>	
05:39	
T:	If	it’s	not	in	the	moment,	you	really	have	a	choice.	
<moves	his	hands	to	say	no>	
	
	
